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Abstract: This study examines recent developments in destination assessment and certification as a
basis for identifying challenges and benefits they engender, from tourist and tourism organizations’
perspectives. It uses online surveys and semi-structured interviews to collect primary data from
prospective tourists and key informants on destination assessment and certification. The findings
highlight the strengths and weaknesses of schemes currently in use, including various factors that
might influence their future development. Specifically, the study finds that destination assessment
and certification are affected by four key issues, namely, practicability, reliability, visibility, and
(un)availability of incentives. It concludes that the manifestation of these issues and their ensuing
complexity affect the way in which tourists and tourism destinations engage with destination
assessment and certification. This, therefore, delimits the inherent opportunities and constraints
within such schemes.
Keywords: destination certification; destination assessment; ecolabels; tourist attitudes and awareness;
sustainable tourism
1. Introduction
Tourism is one of the fields in which the concept of sustainability is constantly invoked, but in
ways that mostly reflect diversity rather than coherence in understanding and application [1,2]. Such
observations have led Agyeiwaah and others [3] (p. 30) to decry the problem of choice overload, several
decades after the sustainability concept first emerged in academic and policy debates. Choice overload
is a term used to describe the availability of too many choices to consumers, which can sometimes lead
to undesirable consequences, such as consumers deferring decisions, being too fatigued to go through
the many choices available, or simply staying with the default choice options [4,5]. Yet, none of these
concerns are necessarily new to tourism. Nearly two decades ago, Buckley [6] (p. 183) presented
a critical review of ecolabels and environmental accreditation or certification schemes, noting how
prevalent, uncoordinated, and controversial these topics were in tourism and, most importantly, how
their effects on “consumer purchasing decisions and corporate environmental performance remained
(largely) unknown”. Recent studies suggest that the prevalence of sustainability certification schemes
in the tourism industry are still causing confusion amongst tourists due to the multitude of labels in
existence [7,8]. An emerging trend, which is not entirely new (cf. [4]), is that of certifying tourism
destination as a whole. According to Murphy et al., [9] (p. 44), destinations can be considered as
the most central element of the tourism system, that is, “the marketplace where supply and demand
compete for attention and consumption”. Variations exist in the way different researchers define a
destination, with most considering the concept either from a sociological [10] or economic [11] point of
view. According to Holloway [12] (p. 13), tourism destinations “may be either ‘natural’ or ‘constructed’,
with most of them being ‘managed’ to some extent”. However, other than accommodation and catering
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facilities, attractions, and monuments, tourism destinations are intangible entities that are defined by
“the sum total of what is relevant to the tourist” in a given context [13] (p. 81), rather than simply “a
place visited that is central to the decision to take the trip”, as defined by the United Nations World
Tourism Organization (UNWTO) [14].
Having clarified what a destination is, it can be construed that the emerging interest in its
assessment and certification might, in part, be due to the recognition that negative impacts of tourism
arise from various sectors (e.g., hotels, cruise ships, transportation, etc.) [15] that cannot be accounted for
when specific businesses within a destination are certified as being sustainable whilst ignoring the wider
picture. This trend might also echo the observation that the application of the concept of sustainability
in practice remains a difficult task, in spite of several decades of debate on its theoretical, practical, and
policy perspectives [2,3,16]. Black and Crabtree [17] (p. 20) describe environmental/eco-certification as a
“voluntary procedure that sets, assesses, monitors, and gives written assurance that a business, product,
process, service, or management system conforms to a specific requirement”. An organization that
meets the certification criteria is awarded a market label, sometimes known as an ecolabel, providing
that conformity to the assessment criteria transcends the basic regulatory requirements. Certification
schemes are known to have three main purposes in tourism. First, they encourage voluntary adoption
of sustainability practices by the industry; second, they can contribute to potential enhancement of
profitability; thirdly, they can inform prospective tourists on the sustainability performance of the
organization [7,17,18]. The perceived benefits of such schemes for the industry and tourists continue
to be debated widely [7,8,19,20].
The extent to which these schemes are, in turn, understood and embraced by consumers in their
decision-making and their wider efficacy as tools for practicing sustainability in tourism continues
to attract interest from researchers [3,7,9,21–23]. Furthermore, it is questionable whether or not it is
possible to organize destinations in a sustainable way and how effectively a region can be certified
for sustainability. In this regard, Buckley [16] (p. 535) wrote a critical review of sustainable tourism,
commenting on both research and reality, in which he noted, among other issues, that “large-scale
voluntary improvements in sustainability are improbable, especially given low public pressure for
sustainability and the particular ambivalence to tourism”. Whilst echoing previous research that
highlighted difficulties of achieving sustainability and the limited evidence of its practice in tourism,
Buckley averred that the sustainability discourse and the practicalities of its social and environmental
management will continue to be of significance in future tourism research and reality. With this in
mind, we ask two main research questions; first, “What are the opportunities and constraints of tourism
destination assessment and certification schemes currently in operation?” and second, “has there been
any major change in the way prospective tourists respond to sustainability and certification in tourism?”
These questions form the basis of the exploratory study presented herein, which aims to examine recent
developments in destination assessment and certification in order to identify the inherent challenges
and benefits from tourist and tourism organizations’ perspectives. The research questions are explored
in light of a selected number of destination assessment and certification schemes in use and ongoing
debates about such schemes in general, prior to undertaking the empirical part of the investigation.
The rest of the paper is structured as follows. First, a review of the relevant literature is presented,
followed by study methods and discussion of the study findings, and finally, the concluding remarks.
2. Literature Review
2.1. Destination Assessment and Certification in Tourism
Indicators are considered to be the core elements in operationalizing sustainability [24]. The
World Tourism Organization (WTO) [25] describes sustainability indicators (SIs) as quantitative tools
that facilitate the analysis and assessment of information so that managers can make sound decisions.
The main purpose here is to alert managers and other decision-makers to potentially negative impacts,
hence serving as a caution. Indicators can also be considered as tools for describing processes and
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ways in which these evolve over time. For instance, Crabtree and Bayfield regard indicators as tools
for “quantifying change, identifying processes, and providing a framework for setting targets and
monitoring performance” [26] (p. 1). SIs may be classified in at least three main ways [21], depending
on whether they assess the historical and present situation with a view to making progress toward
sustainability, predict future occurrence by evaluating resource use with regard to sustainability, or
intend to influence the future direction with respect to sustainability through policy or other strategies
that may trigger behavior change.
Many of the certification schemes used in tourism encompass one or more of the highlighted
classifications of SIs. The first eco-certification scheme in the tourism industry, namely the Blue Flag
Program (BFP), started in 1985 [9]. Since then, the concept has spread and numerous labels have
emerged in the tourism sector, all aimed at meeting local needs and legal requirements [18]. However,
several labels exist that are unfamiliar to travelers, which play a minor role in the tourism decision
process. For instance, at one point, there were more than 260 labels worldwide [27] and more than
50 in Europe alone, making it the continent with the most eco-certification schemes [28]. The vast
majority of the schemes presently in operation are responsible for certifying tourism businesses, such
as accommodation establishments or natural assets, e.g., beaches [29].
However, emphasis has been placed on the meaningfulness and the practicality of any certification
schemes chosen by destinations, if these are to facilitate the sustainable management of tourism and its
development. In this regard, Schianetz et al. [30] provided an overview of different assessment tools,
underlining the significance of the two main elements of eco-certification, namely the indicators upon
which a particular scheme is based and the audit process leading to the label being awarded. However,
two recent studies casted doubt about the efficacy of certification schemes in specific contexts. The first
of these studies evaluated the effectiveness of nine beach certification schemes in Latin America and the
Caribbean, based on indicators of sustainable development and integrated coastal management [31].
The authors compiled a list of 27 objectives with 62 indicators and evaluated the effectiveness of each
scheme by testing 95 elements found in the schemes against the indicators. They found that “the
analyzed schemes have low levels of effectiveness [and that] the most effective certification complies
with 60% of the indicators, while the average compliance level is only 33%” [31] (p. 1550). Another
context-specific study done in Ontario, Canada, aimed at assessing the effectiveness of the BFP as
a concomitant environmental monitoring and management and tourism promotional tool, led the
authors to conclude that “there are significant issues with the Blue Flag programme, including a lack
of clarity and consistency with some of the criteria” [32] (p. 49).
Unsurprisingly, Torres-Delgado and Palomeque [21] reviewed previous research and concluded
that there was lack of agreement on the number of indicators used within an indicator system.
Rather, what mattered was that the chosen indicators have the capacity to comprehensively assess
the multifaceted nature of the phenomenon whilst remaining manageable. This view was recently
reiterated in a meta-analytic study that evaluated previous research on various indicator models in
order to identify any common features which could be leveraged by enterprises in their quest to adopt
a more sustainable path [3]. Agyeiwaah et al. argued convincingly that the plethora of indicators
currently in existence, far from being meaningful tools for practicing sustainability, have turned out to
inhibit enterprises in the tourism and hospitality sectors and they strongly urge “a rethink . . . (that is)
. . . instead of developing extensive lists of rather meaningless indicators, we need to focus on a small
set of meaningful, enterprise-specific indicator themes that can be adopted relatively easily and then
embedded in organizational culture” [3]. What seems to be clear is that further debates are required on
the role of indicators and the various assessment and certification schemes currently used for practicing
sustainability at enterprise or destination levels [16].
Figure 1 represents a summary of some of the destination assessment and certification schemes
currently in existence, such as the Global Sustainable Tourism Criteria for Destinations (GSTC-D),
the European Tourism Indicator System (ETIS), the World Tourism Organization’s Indicators of
Sustainable Development for Tourism Destinations (WTO), and the Romania-based Ecotourism
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Certification Scheme, The Association of Ecotourism in Romania (AER). The summary in Figure 1
was constructed by identifying the four main criteria used to assess sustainability under each scheme,
namely “Destination Management”, “Economic”, “Socio-cultural”, and, “Environmental” criteria. This
was followed by an identification of the number of indicators needed to assess each main criterion,
both in numbers, as seen on each bar and in percentages, as seen on the X or horizontal axis. Due to
lack of space and given that it is the latest (compared to WTO and the GSTC-D) major institutional
involvement with sustainability in tourism, the European Commission’s [33,34] European Tourism
Indicator System (ETIS) is briefly reviewed in slightly more detail here.
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ETIS was developed by the European Commission in 2013. It is premised on the notion of shared
responsibility and joint decision-making amongst stakeholders, who are expected to collaborate on
aspects such as information gathering and analysis and discussion of outcomes aimed at improving
sustainability in their destinations. In this sense, ETIS closely mimics key features of the BFP that
valorizes joint responsibility by the local stakeholders [9]. The system is based on a set of 22 criteria
and 67 indicators and it is complemented by a toolkit as well as a dataset. All these instruments can,
according to the European Commission, “be used on a voluntary basis and might also be integrated
into existing destination monitoring systems” [33] (pp. 7–10).
The criteria and indicators are classified into four sections that encompass core and optional
indicators. They include: Destination management, which comprises four core and five optional
indicators (i.e., a total of nine indicators or 13% of 67); economic value, consisting of seven core and 11
optional indicators (i.e., a total of 18 indicators or 27% of 67); social and cultural impact, entailing five
core and nine optional indicators (i.e., 14 indicators in total or 21% of 67); and lastly, environmental
impact, which is made up of 11 core and 15 optional indicators (i.e., 26 indicators in total or 39% of
67). The original ETIS toolkit of 2013 has recently been revised based on feedback received from 100
destinations across Europe that participated in a pilot study over a two-year period [34]. The revised
ETIS toolkit now comprises “43 core indicators and an indicative set of supplementary indicators” [34]
(p. 10), whilst retaining the element of flexibility with which destinations can choose which aspects to
implement in their various contexts, as well as the emphasis on a stakeholder approach.
The revised ETIS toolkit encompasses a seven-step process required for effective implementation,
summarized as follows. First, there is need to raise awareness amongst the key stakeholders in a given
destination, followed by the creation of a destination profile, after which a stakeholder working group
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(SWG) is formed. Then, roles and responsibilities are established, which should lead to collection
and recording of data which will eventually form the basis of the destination assessment. The last
two stages entail analysis of data, which should feed into the ongoing development and continuous
improvement of the scheme [34]. An interesting aspect of the seven-step process is that there is an
opportunity to return to the SWG in order to agree on the sort of priorities that need addressing and
thus devising a plan of action to implement them [34].
The emphasis on shared responsibility and joint decision-making represents the value attached to
stakeholder collaboration in sustainable tourism, whilst concomitantly being a potential weakness
within ETIS. This is simply because it does not fully reflect on the challenges of stakeholder collaboration
in tourism destination contexts, where differing opinions and conflicts of interest may hamper efforts
in such situations [23,35,36]. Challenges of stakeholder participation were reported in a recent study
that evaluated the social impacts of tourism in South Sardinia, using the ETIS questionnaire. The
authors concluded, among other things, that despite the generally positive attitudes toward tourism
development “ . . . , local people denounce their lack of involvement in the decision planning, pointing
out that stakeholder inclusion in the tourism development process has not been realized” [23] (p. 15).
Furthermore, the delineation of a tourism destination as excluding “large areas, i.e., national or regional
areas that do not directly manage tourism resources and facilities and engage with stakeholders” [33,34],
calls to question the very idea of certifying a destination instead of specific entities within it. The
challenges of defining a destination in such contexts were explicated in another recent study [37], in
which the ETIS was adapted and implemented in the county of Brasov in Romania. Here, the authors
highlighted the importance of flexibility in selecting ETIS indicators, paying attention to particularities
of the destination, the needs of all stakeholders, and the usefulness of the indicators to their unique
contexts [37] (p. 8). Regardless of their (albeit limited) efficacy, an important area in this research
centers on the issue of tourist perceptions, given the view that such schemes serve the purpose of
informing tourists [29]. The next subsection briefly reviews tourist perceptions of eco-certification
schemes and thus sustainability.
2.2. Tourists’ Perceptions of Eco-Certification
Certification schemes encompass one way of avoiding customer confusion with regard to what
sustainability standards businesses adhere to and an eco-label enables presentation of information in
an easily recognizable symbol [7,9,19,38]. However, it remains unclear whether or not certification
schemes influence tourists’ perceptions of a given tourism product or destination and if they confer
any benefits to tourism businesses or destinations. Thus, questions about effectiveness and, hence,
contributions of such schemes to the operationalization of sustainability continue to be raised within
the literature [2,3,6,7,19,23,32]. Recent studies have suggested that there are variations in the extent to
which certification may benefit or be valued by tourism businesses, let alone by tourists. In Costa Rica,
it was shown that the BFP, which was first introduced in the country in 1996, was not only used to
highlight the credibility of the overall environmental quality of the beach communities, but it was also
associated with increases in demand for hotel rooms in certified areas [9]. Additionally, a recent study
on the economic impacts of BFP certification on seaside coastal destinations in Italy found that “current
certification positively affects future foreign tourist decisions to visit the destination” [22] (p. 88).
Contrapuntally, a study that sought the views of selected London hotel managers on certification
concluded, among other things, that “environmental certifications are, at the present, not a selection
criterion used by guests to book a hotel” [7] (p. 94). Instead, the hotel managers emphasized that other
criteria, such as “price, location, and service quality”, were considered to be more important than
sustainability issues [7] (p. 94). Similarly, Badulescu and Mester [20] surveyed 82 mostly small and
medium-sized tourism and hospitality ventures operating in Bihor County in Romania, with the aim of
assessing their understanding and, hence, uses of certification schemes as a strategy in promoting and
developing sustainability in their enterprises. The authors concluded, rather astonishingly, that “more
than half of the respondents are not aware of (national or international) institutions effectively dealing
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with . . . the environmental standards certification . . . (and that) companies holding such certificates
do not use them as an advantage to attract new clients [20] (p. 31). However, interestingly, the authors
also found that companies targeting the luxury segment of the market tended to hold at least one
environmental or quality certification. Clearly, there is an ongoing issue with the valorization and thus
usage of certification schemes in tourism and hospitality, both for the enterprises and their prospective
customers, which calls for further investigation.
One of the major issues in this debate thus entails the ambivalence surrounding the view that there
is a sheer lack of awareness of tourism eco-labels—or even the negative impacts of tourism—amongst
tourists, which has been argued in a number of studies [19,39]. Several studies [9,38,40–42] revealed
interest in sustainable tourism amongst travelers. These findings included, inter alia, that “64% would
be willing to pay more for eco-certified accommodation” [38] (p. 7), that “70% of consumers believe
companies should be committed to preserving the natural environment and 55% want fair working
conditions for tourism professionals” [40] (p. 31), and “75% of consumers want a more responsible
holiday” [41] (p. 13). In the case of Costa Rica, demand for hotel rooms and investments in new hotel
properties was associated with the prevalence of BFP certifications [9].
However, Dickinson and Dickinson [43] cautioned against asking tourists about their behavior in
hypothetical situations which may trigger positive answers that give a good impression but which
might not be truthful. This type of disparity has previously been evidenced through a study carried
out by Martin [44], in which over 85% of British tourists stated that they considered it “very” or “fairly
important” that their holidays do not harm the environment. However, empirical evidence a few years
later suggested less than one percent of all outgoing holidays booked in the UK give any real priority to
the environment [45]. This is further underlined by Chafe’s [46] finding that, “while 70–80% of tourists
state their strong concern for eco-social components of holidays, only about 10% convert this concern
into purchasing decisions” [29], a phenomenon which has been described by Chung and Monroe [47]
as the social desirability bias. These views have been corroborated by some London hotel managers, as
mentioned above [7].
Interestingly, Miller et al. [39] (p. 629), stated that various populations of tourists are “largely
ignorant of the impacts of their behavior”. Nevertheless, it is beginning to emerge that what is at
stake might go beyond an awareness, or lack thereof, of the impacts of one’s own behavior when
it comes to making pro-sustainability choices. Alternative views exist, which add to the observed
ambivalence as seen in recent studies. That is, a study by Doran et al. [48] suggested that variations in
individuals’ value orientations might influence environmental concern. They reviewed extant literature
on key dimensions of value orientation, demonstrating that people who are egoistic (concerned
with costs and benefits to the self), altruistic (concerned about others), and biospheric (concerned
about the entire eco-system) will make different sustainability choices. For instance, those who hold
biospheric values are more likely to reflect these in their choice of tourism activities that minimize
environmental and social impacts. The converse would hold for those that hold egoistic values. This
implies that, rather than being “ignorant” or even “unaware”, most tourists may well be holding
values that stand at odds with pro-sustainability behavior, regardless of their level of awareness
of sustainability issues. Another study evaluated the role of sustainability labels and goal-directed
behavior regarding the way prospective tourists perceived and responded to sustainable (product)
offers [42]. The findings indicated that awareness of sustainable tourism products and prospective
tourists’ values and attitudes on sustainable behavior positively correlated with their preference
for certified tour operators. Surprisingly, the authors concluded that “...tourism industry needs to
raise awareness of the importance of sustainable tourism offers, as a perfect holiday is not linked to
sustainability yet” [42] (p. 1). One way of reflecting on this ambivalence from consumer perspective
resides in the emerging view that changing beliefs does not necessarily mean changing behavior [49]
and that to attain pro-environmental behavior and sustainable consumption in a contemporary world,
which is replete with unsustainable production and consumption practices, requires “a broad and
sophisticated understanding of social life and change in general” [50] (p. 96). Such processes clearly
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take time, hence the need to assess what, if any, changes in behavior may have occurred over time,
with regard to sustainable consumption in general or specifically in the context of tourism.
In summary, the literature review presented here seems to indicate the need for an in-depth
understanding of the experiences of those promoting/implementing sustainability assessment and
certification schemes as one particular strand of research into the ongoing debates on the practice of
sustainable tourism. It also highlights the need to review if prospective tourists’ overall interest in
sustainability and, specifically, in such schemes may have changed over the years. In this way, more
can be learnt about the current state of assessment and certification schemes and the extent to which
they represent opportunities and constraints in the practice of sustainability in tourism. What follows
is a description of the study methods.
3. Materials and Methods
Key informant interviews, simply described as interviewing a small sample of purposively
selected group of participants who can provide insight, information, or ideas on a given issue or who
have had an in-depth level of involvement with a particular issue [51,52], formed the basis for obtaining
qualitative evidence in this study. The main justification for using key informant interviews lies in
their appropriateness to the research context. This includes the need to access alternative insights into
an issue, which may not necessarily be easy to obtain from official policy or other relevant sources [51],
or where general descriptive information on institutions or socioeconomic circumstances may suffice
to make decisions or conduct evaluation, or even where there is an interest in understanding the
motivations and attitudes of a target population among others [52]. Consequently, key informant
interviews and an online survey were deployed in this study, preceded by a contextual mapping
of the main stakeholder groups, which were categorized as follows: Prospective tourists; (certified)
tourism destinations; national governmental or non-governmental organizations, and international
governmental or non-governmental organizations providing assessment or certification schemes. This
combined strategy, an important decision in the research design, was justified due to its potential in
facilitating a better understanding of the views of both tourism officials and prospective tourists on
destination assessment and certification.
For the prospective tourists, the strategy aimed to gather information from a broad target group
in order to establish what, if any, had changed in regard to the general perceptions and attitudes to
sustainability and the emerging interest in destination assessment and certification. A survey was
considered the best strategy in achieving this goal, given its utility for aggregating views [53] on a given
issue compared to qualitative methods. On the other hand, the opinions of representatives of tourism
organizations involved in the assessment and certification of destinations needed to be as detailed as
possible. Therefore, the focus was narrowed down to a limited population of key informants. This
choice of method is similar to that used in previous studies investigating certification schemes [19,54,55].
However, it differs from previous studies in terms of the inclusion of a survey element that sought to
minimally quantify the current attitudes of prospective tourists on sustainability issues. We therefore
sought “insights from statistical and narrative methods to help create a fuller understanding” of the
research problem [56] (p. 666). Consequently, semi-structured interviews were conducted with three
representatives, who were chosen because of their level of expertise and involvement with some of
the existing assessment schemes. The research design thus entailed a deliberate integration of all
four groups. Triangulation was attained through a review of the literature, an online survey and key
informant interviews with experts of different organizations involved in the assessment of destination
sustainability, and a representative of a certified tourism destination.
The first group comprising prospective tourists was covered by the online survey, which opened
from 20 October 2014 until 31 December 2014, hence lasting for a total of 72 days. The survey aimed
at generating descriptive data on a number of issues regarding awareness of sustainability issues in
general compared to tourism services and coherence, or lack of it, in purchasing behavior.
Sustainability 2019, 11, 3691 8 of 24
Apart from being within the age of consent, participation in the online survey was not restricted by
demographical or geographical attributes. The population of potential participants therefore included
every person who has ever travelled or will travel in the future and was available to complete the online
survey which was shared via email and also on Facebook to 350 people. The latter were requested to
share the survey link with at least one person on their own professional and personal networks. In
other words, the non-probability method of snowball sampling was applied to select participants in this
study, mainly to ensure higher response rates whilst minimizing demographic constraints. Although
this strategy might invite criticism from those who are only familiar with probability sampling methods,
research shows that “non-probability samples may sometimes yield results that are just as accurate as
probability samples . . . and that the continued use of non-probability samples seems quite reasonable
if one’s goal is not to document the strength of an association in a population . . . ” [57] (pp. 711–737).
Participants were between 18 and 75 years old, with about half of them in the age bracket 25–45.
The questionnaire consisted of a total of 23 questions, including six demographic questions (see
Supplementary Materials for details). Of these, some questions were dependent on the answers given
to the preceding questions. Therefore, each participant was able to answer a maximum of 22 questions.
Both closed and open-ended questions were included in the questionnaire to allow participants to
provide both objective and subjective responses. The responses given to the open-ended questions
increased the contextual validity of the answers and enabled deep insights into prospective tourists’
attitudes and perceptions toward sustainability issues in tourism and its certification. To increase
the response rate and also to reach a broader population, the questionnaire was made available in
both English and German. The latter language was chosen based on the first author’s personal and
professional environment, which is largely German-speaking. Subsequently, 273 people participated
in the survey and 247 of them responded to all questions. It is, however, important to note that the
questions included in the questionnaire were not only devised to generate data for this study, but
that they were comparable with those used in previous research [38,57–61] on tourists’ perceptions
on sustainability issues and ecocertification. Given the use of snowball sampling in this exploratory
study, the effective sample is non-representative of the overall population, specifically because neither
generalization nor causality was the main focus of the online survey.
The remaining three groups were covered using semi-structured interviews with representatives
of selected organizations in each of the groups. The interviews were held over the telephone or through
Skype between December 2014 and January 2015 and each lasted between 45 and 60 min. These
were recorded and transcribed afterward. The interviewees represented the previously referenced
stakeholder groups as follows:
• Second Group (Certified tourism destinations), represented by St. Kitts—participant’s initials
were DT-W;
• Third Group (National organisations) from AER—participant’s initials were BP;
• Fourth Group (International organisations) from ETIS—participant’s initials were CdM.
Interview questions focused on two main areas, namely the implementation and operation of
the referent scheme or set of indicators. It was also aimed at finding out about the promotion of the
schemes and the main challenges identified during the whole process. Specifically, the two individuals
representing a national and an international organization providing assessment or certification schemes
were selected out of the pool of schemes currently in operation. The AER was chosen because
the Criteria for the Designation of Ecotouristic Destinations in Romania was one of the first national
schemes to be introduced. The ETIS was chosen because, in contrast to the AER scheme, it was an
international scheme launched by a major institution (the European Commission) that could be used
for the assessment rather than the certification of destination sustainability. However, with regard to
comparability, both schemes were developed by organizations based in Europe and were published
in 2013 and 2014, respectively. The representative of the group of certified destinations was chosen
from the list of 14 Early Adopter Destinations of a third and very well-known scheme that can be
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used for the certification of destinations, namely the Global Sustainable Tourism Criteria for Destinations
(GSTC-D). From this list, St. Kitts and Nevis were randomly selected to participate in this study. In
summary, Greene [62] (p. 14) aptly described the essence of mixed methods by stating “the rationales
. . . of mixing methods in social inquiry centers on the value of the mixed methods for the overall
purpose of better understanding social phenomena, which are inherently complex and contextual”.
This description coheres rather well with the choice of a mixed methods strategy in our study.
Data Analysis
The survey data was analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics 20 software. Descriptive statistics,
specifically, univariate, bivariate, and multivariate analyses, were done to establish the relationship
between the importance attached to sustainability in everyday life and tourist booking behavior and
the importance of culture, price, and sustainability for destination choice, among others [53,63]. Given
that the focus was on assessing relationships rather than causality [63], it was considered unnecessary
to test hypotheses in this study, in a way similar to what was done in the recent work on the perceived
effects of value orientations and time perspective on sustainable tourism choices [48].
For the qualitative part, transcription was done soon after completing the three key informant
interviews. Findings were split into thematic clusters related to the focal areas of the interviews and
coded using the MAXQDA 11 software. Therefore, interviewees’ opinions on each of the focal areas
were covered, which allowed for a relatively direct comparison of the opinions of each of the three
interest groups. Table 1 contains a summary of these views in relation to key issues discussed in the
study findings, which are presented following the advice and guidance on ways of presenting findings
of a qualitative study [64,65]. We specifically use at least one “power quote” within the main body
to evidence the theme under consideration, whilst leaving additional excerpts within Table 1 [64,65],
mainly due to lack of space.
The analysis presented in this paper will most likely face common criticism leveled against studies
that are not heavily quantitative in design, particularly those rooted in a lack of scientific basis for
generalization. Such criticism normally stems from the ways in which methodological concepts, such
as reliability, validity, and replicability, are discursively constructed and understood in various research
contexts [63–67]. The pervasive influences of such discourses, which fundamentally points to the
differences in positivist and non-positivist epistemological views on what is considered scientific
is sometimes reflected in researchers’ choice of either quantitative or qualitative approaches [68].
However, as explained previously, a mixed methods approach was employed and there were no
attempts at generalization beyond the particular contexts presented in this study, hence the reason
descriptive statistics were preferred to inferential statistical methods. Instead, emphasis was placed
on what could be learned from the study contexts [62,69] in a way that plausibly answered the main
research questions. With this in mind, of particular significance to this study is Deetz’s [70] (p. 192)
observation that “the world can be constituted in many ways, depending on alternative systems of
valuing (and) the most significant part of this contest for object constitution is the capacity to enact
the line of distinction producing some things as alike and others as different”. What follows is a
presentation and discussion of the study findings.
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Table 1. Summary of Key Informant Interview Transcripts.
Theme and Sub-Themes Supporting Excerpts
The current state of destination assessment and
certification
• * Size of the destination and the role of
stakeholders *
• # Internal management and coordination &
ongoing monitoring of assessment process #
• Ü Lack of human resources, competence and
governmental support
• Complexity of the indicator sets & lack of
incentives and awareness of benefits
• Potential uses for internal and external
marketing & benchmarking
• * It was interesting to participate during this
stakeholder working group [ . . . ] That is the
challenging phase. Then there is the technical part.
But once you have established the responsibilities (of
key stakeholders), you go back home [ . . . ]. In one
month, one needs to get this information, can you do
it? No, I am so busy, I have no time. No, it’s too
difficult . . . (CdM, interview held on 23 January 2015).
• [ . . . ] There are many things to be taken into
consideration in terms of the differences between all
the stakeholders, but it [...] might be easier because of
the size of St. Kitts or St. Kitts and Nevis as small
islands. Because we would basically know each other,
all the people within the areas we would want to
touch to get things done would be familiar with each
other. That can be a plus, but it can also be a minus
because you know in situations, familiarity can also
play a role. An old saying is that “familiarity means
contempt” (DT-W, interview held on 26 January 2015).
*
• # The main challenge is to make these destinations
work as an Ecotourism destination because this award
is only an award. You know, they really have to start
working at a local level, and to attract funds, and to
start developing and to improve the local services.
(B.P, interview held on 16 December 2014)
• So, when we had done the assessment, one of the
recommendations was for greater awareness. Not
only public-private sector, because that is one of the
areas people tend to focus on [ . . . ] But we also
recognise[d] the need for public sector – public sector
collaboration. For example, we are in the Ministry of
Tourism [...] We are not responsible for awards. Yet if
there were awards, everybody would try to get the
attention of the Ministry of Tourism. Now, how can
we convince the Ministry responsible for the awards
to give priority to an award, for example, which
might lead to a tourism attraction [attractiveness?] as
opposed to preparing awards that are for residents?
(D.T-W, interview held on 26 January 2015) #
• We lack human resources [ . . . because] we do not
have any universities on our island. [ . . . ] So people
will have to leave here and go and become qualified,
and in a lot of times once people have left here and
travel, then become qualified, not many of them
return. So that is a very great [serious] issue. (DT-W,
interview held on 26 January 2015)
• We started a funding programme [ . . . ] to financially
assist seven areas to establish the destination
management organizations (DMOs). [ . . . ] But
unfortunately, this has absolutely no connection with
the governmental authorities. So I was telling you
about the incentives and the financial support which
is not yet happening from their side.” (BP, interview
held on 16 December 2014)
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Table 1. Cont.
Theme and Sub-Themes Supporting Excerpts
• [...] In the long term, our aim is to attract, you know,
a certain category of tourists interested in nature,
nature-based activities and rural culture. This is what
is already happening in certain areas of Romania, but
that is not enough. I mean, there is a very high
potential in Romania for developing ecotourism well...
not yet. This is way too soon to look for this kind of
result [...] (BP, AER).
• Some of the areas were covered in other areas, and it
could have been a bit cumbersome because [ . . . ] they
had so many [ . . . ] criteria and indicators. (DT-W,
interview held on 26 January 2015)
• [ . . . ] For the moment, there is only this word from
the ministry and they don’t have other incentives
from the government [ . . . ] What we are trying to do
now is to work with the National Tourism Authority
and with other ministries, and we try to convince
them to find and to give some incentives to these areas
that want to have a more sustainable development
(BP, interview held on 16 December 2014).
• In terms of having a feedback from our visitors on
our sustainability efforts, we have not undertaken
that. Most of the surveys that are done are focused on
our marketing efforts. More so, it will include aspects
of sustainability because there are cultural aspects of
our destination, so when we are marketing, those
things will come out (DT-W, interview held on 26
January 2015)
• We are hoping by doing that [ . . . ], persons would be
aware of the issues that we are dealing with in
sustainability for tourism. And so it would not be as
difficult to convince people to work along with you.
And all of us would have a greater understanding of
what is needed to keep us on the track with respect to
sustainable tourism. [ . . . ] Because you have
[Author’s note: to have] the market internally first. I
mean, you have to have it internally as well as
externally. There is no use in saying all these
wonderful things outside of the country if the people,
the residents, are not a part of it, are not on board with
what you are trying to achieve. So it works both ways
(DT-W, interview held on 26 January 2015)
• So now, we have to understand. We have to make this
deep analysis a [ . . . } And then we will be able to say
at the end, Okay, so we are not pretending that this
system is the perfect one but at least we collected the
feedback coming from a huge number of destinations
(CdM, ETIS).
• Once you collect data, it can be provided to policy
makers, you can provide this kind of really concrete
information regarding your sustainable tourism
performance and you can say, well, my environmental
impact is this, towards this one year ago, this year it
has improved, especially regarding the management
of renewable energy, for example. [ . . . ] Then you can
say, well, let me see what another town like me is
doing. I’m from the South, what is another town in
the North doing? (CdM, interview held on 23 January
2015)
Sustainability 2019, 11, 3691 12 of 24
Table 1. Cont.
Theme and Sub-Themes Supporting Excerpts
The potential for further development of destination
assessment and certification
• Quality of the schemes & their
future improvements
• We will decrease the number. We will simplify even
more. [ . . . ] It’s an issue this problem, a technical
issue because people are saying, ‘Oh my god, it’s
complicated’ when they start, and then they stop it.
(CdM, interview held on 23 January 2015)
• We need to be in touch. Because the destinations are
still proud if they know that the Commission is still
there somehow watching or coordinating the
initiative. (CdM, interview held on 23 January 2015)
• The areas were awarded but it’s not like you go there
and everything is as it should be, I mean things still
have to be [ . . . ] put into place, and the offer has to be
developed. And the Ecotourism infrastructure has to
be developed and constructed, and so on. (BP,
interview held on 16 December 2014)
• What we were able to do is to review the criteria, and
provide feedback. [ . . . ] For example [ . . . ] one of the
methods used for evaluation of the destination spoke
about a traffic light system. [Interviewer’s note: traffic
light system is used by GSCT for the grading of
compliance with the indicators]. Whilst on St. Kitts,
we are living without traffic lights, we have seen it on
television and those who travel had experiences with
it, but traffic lights are not on St. Kitts. [ . . . ] I think
that having gone through the process of refining the
document, it has become more usable, more
user-friendly. And it is quite good, I find it very good.
(DT-W, interview held on 26 January 2015)
• When we are speaking about destinations [ . . . ], the
size of a destination can be different, the local
conditions and the factors can also vary from one
country to the other, so the idea was to create that new
certification system designed for destinations based
on the reality that we have here in Romania. (BP,
interview held on 16 December 2014)
• For example, when the European Commission
“launched a call for expression of interest towards
destinations, [ . . . ] there were more than 220
destinations who were interested in participating at
the beginning” (CdM, interview held on 23 January
2015).
4. Results
In this section, we present findings on the opportunities and constraints in destination assessment
and certification schemes currently in use. Two main themes are considered in this section; the
first one evaluates the current state of destination assessment and certification by focusing on the
constraints and opportunities identified by the interviewees. The second theme assesses prospects for
future developments in destination assessment and certification by identifying key influences that
might have an impact on the schemes. Italicized excerpts are used in the next subsection to represent
interviewees’ responses.
4.1. The Current State of Destination Assessment and Certification
The study findings indicate that there are various issues concerning the implementation and
operation of destination assessment and certification schemes. Two of these issues focus on the size
Sustainability 2019, 11, 3691 13 of 24
of the destination and the role of stakeholders and the ensuing complexity in operationalizing the
schemes, as captured in the excerpt below:
The size is a problem. And, for example, we have in Romania some areas which are quite large, and we
are asking right now what’s the best approach for this kind of areas [ . . . ]. And it’s very difficult to
bring all the stakeholders at the same table. So, this depends very much on the local partners because [
. . . ] it’s up to them to decide how to apply [ . . . , and] how large the area should be . . . .
(BP, AER)
Another important issue entailed the internal management and coordination of the assessment
process and the on-going monitoring and development as illustrated through the following statement.
“This is also an issue regarding the management from the local destination and how they manage themselves. Are
they aware about what they are doing or not?” (CdM, ETIS).
The fact that many schemes are voluntary initiatives raises some further constraints, thus, “the
first problem was the lack of human resources and competences” (CdM). This issue was not only observed by
the European Commission, but was also one of the main points of criticism during the pre-testing of
the GSTC criteria on St. Kitts. “We lack human resources . . . we do not have any universities on our island . . .
So people will have to leave here and go and become qualified, and in a lot of times..., not many of them return. So
that is a very great [serious] issue” (DT-W, St. Kitts).
The problem mentioned above is, according to one of the interviewees, mainly a result of a lack of
support from authorities and funding, thus:
We started a funding program . . . to financially assist seven areas to establish the Destination
Management Organizations (DMOs) . . . But unfortunately, this has absolutely no connection with
the governmental authorities. So I was telling you about the incentives and the financial support
which is not yet happening from their side.”
(BP, AER)
Further constraints identified by the interviewees are related to the indicators and the structure of
the schemes, or lack of awareness of the benefits of the assessment to the DMOs. With regard to the
schemes themselves, the main critique concerned the complexity of the indicator sets, as well as the
difficulties associated with collection of data relating to the criteria and indicators, hence: “Some of the
areas were covered in other areas, and it could have been a bit cumbersome because . . . they had so many . . .
criteria and indicators” (DT-W, St. Kitts).
As mentioned before, there seem to be issues concerning the estimation of benefits amongst DMOs.
Even though these issues were mentioned by all interviewees, the “need to promote more” (CdM) seems
to be even higher on the agenda of the European Commission than on that of the other interviewees,
thus the emphasis: “There is no [ . . . ] economic incentive for doing it. So, they do not see the benefit. We have
to clarify very well what are the benefits” (CdM, ETIS).
Nevertheless, some potential benefits were also identified. For instance, the potential for using
these schemes for both internal and external marketing was mentioned most frequently by the
interviewees. The AER seems to consider the assessment mainly as “...a means to convince the authorities
. . . to start looking to Ecotourism in detail and to give a higher importance to this form of tourism” (BP). The St.
Kitts Ministry of Tourism focused more specifically on the tourism industry and local residents, that is:
We are hoping by doing that . . . , persons would be aware of the issues that we are dealing with in
sustainability for tourism. And so it would not be as difficult to convince people to work along with
you . . . I mean, you have to have it internally as well as externally. There is no use in saying all these
wonderful things outside of the country if . . . , the residents, . . . , are not on board with what you are
trying to achieve . . . .
(DT-W, St. Kitts)
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The use of assessments for internal marketing purposes points to its potential for raising awareness
and consciousness of tourism as a development option that ensures a more sustainable future than
other options. In this sense, BP explained the influence of the Romanian scheme using the example of
Maramures in the North of Romania, where there were plans to construct water power plants on some
of the rivers. In this case, “the local community decided to oppose the construction of the water power plants
in order to promote and to support the development of Ecotourism in the area”. According to BP, the local
community’s reaction was an outcome of the awareness raised following the application of the AER
scheme. Thus, the benefits of applying the indicators and criteria internally became especially evident
from the destination perspective. In this context, the evaluation of previous efforts, as well as the
exposure of potential trouble spots, was mentioned as another benefit of the destination assessment.
During the interviews, it became clear that the assessment “brought our attention to some of the things that
we might not have been considering in terms of our development in tourism . . . issues that need to be addressed
. . . Our activities have become more targeted as a result of the assessment” (DT-W, St. Kitts).
Furthermore, interviewees indicated that there is a potential for using the resultant data for
benchmarking purposes, that is:
Once you collect data, it can be provided to policy makers, you can provide this kind of really
concrete information regarding your sustainable tourism performance and you can say, well, my
environmental impact is this, towards this one year ago, this year it has improved, especially regarding
the management of renewable energy, for example . . . Then you can say, well, let me see what another
town like me is doing . . . .
(CdM, ETIS)
4.2. The Potential for Future Developments in Destination Assessment and Certification
The study findings also highlight the existence of several issues that are likely to influence the
future development of destination assessment and certification. These can be clustered into three
groups, namely, the quality of the schemes, their continued improvement and promotion, and tourists’
perspectives. The quality of the schemes and their further improvement have partly been highlighted
in the previous subsection, but these also play an essential role for the future too, as the schemes will not
be considered practicable if these issues are not addressed. This is evident from the following statement:
“We will decrease the number. We will simplify even more . . . It’s an issue this problem, a technical issue because
people are saying, ‘Oh my god, it’s complicated’ when they start, and then they stop it” (CdM, ETIS).
Further areas of improvement include the need to provide up-to-date tools to the destinations using
the schemes, and improved measures for comparing their performance to that of other destinations.
One very important issue is that of continuous monitoring and on-going development beyond
the assessment process. The assessment and further development of sustainable tourism within a
destination is “a continuous journey . . . that keeps people working towards something, achieving something,
and to move to another level” (DT-W, St. Kitts). However, keeping up the destination’s motivation
and commitment requires, aside from adequate funding, a close and long-term co-operation with the
organizations responsible for the schemes, hence: “We need to be in touch. Because the destinations are
still proud if they know that the Commission is still there somehow watching or coordinating the initiative”
(CdM, ETIS)
The need for an ongoing development and continuous support was also reiterated by BP: “The
areas were awarded but it’s not like you go there and everything is as it should be, I mean things still have to be
. . . put into place, and the offer has to be developed. And the Ecotourism infrastructure has to be developed and
constructed, and so on”.
Having established the views of destination officials in Sections 4.1 and 4.2, we move onto the
tourists’ perspectives in the next section to gain a broader view of the issues under consideration in
this paper.
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4.3. Tourists’ Perspectives: Survey Results
The starting point in this survey was to understand what respondents’ general attitudes were
toward certification in everyday life. Table 2 represents a summary of the findings. Interestingly,
over 70% of the respondents attach importance to certification in everyday life, assigning weights of
4 (29.7%), 5 (34.6%), and 6 (8.2%) to this issue. The respondents were also willing to pay, on average,
18–28% more for certified products compared to normal, non-certified alternatives.
Table 2. People’s attitudes toward certification in everyday life.
Importance of Certification in
Everyday Life Share of Respondents
Average Price Difference Accepted
(As Compared to Usual Products)
1 (very low) 3.7% +2.40%
2 8.2% +7.68%
3 15.6% +9.98%
4 29.7% +18.21%
5 34.6% +28.00%
6 (very high) 8.2% +19.73%
Source: Original illustration.
The survey also presented respondents with 12 factors, from which they were asked to choose
all those that relate to sustainable management. The answers provided to this question highlight the
prevalence of an imbalance amongst the three elements of sustainability (cf. Figure 1 above) in terms of
tourist awareness. Hence, all of the criteria associated with the ecological and economic dimension of
sustainability were selected by at least 56% of respondents. The three criteria relating to socio-cultural
dimension were, in turn, amongst the four factors that were chosen by the least number of participants,
as illustrated in Figure 2.
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Given the prevalence of these schemes in tourism sustainability debates, policy, and practice, and
also within the context of respondents’ views on the first two issues, it seemed logical to establish
which factors they usually consider when choosing a travel destination (see Figure 3).
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What is clear from Figure 3 is that those factors that are related to sustainability play only a very
minor, if almost neutral, role, with an average of 3.26 out 6. This means sustainability is one of the three
least important factors out of a total of ten that influence destination choice. Furthermore, respondents
were asked to indicate whether o not t ey ad ever knowingly s ayed in an ccommodation facility
that was certified for its sustainability efforts. Their responses are su marized here below in Figure 4.
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Only 15% of respondents had stayed in a certified accommodation and, within this group, only
half revealed that the certification played any role in their choice of accommodation. Of those who
claimed to have never paid attention to this issue, 140 (57%) attributed it to a lack of awareness of
the labels in use (cf. [6,39,42]). However, a clear tendency can be observed when comparing the
importance of sustainability in choosing a travel destination with actual booking behavior (Figure 5).
Although this was only tested with respect to accommodation facilities rather than destinations as a
whole, the findings reveal that a higher importance rating implies greater awareness and preference
for sustainable options (cf. [48]), as illustrated in Figure 5.
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Another finding that implies an opportunity for sustainable destination certification concerns
the relationship between the importance of sustainability and other factors when choosing a travel
destination. The importance of culture, for instance, even exceeds that of the price of a holiday for
those paying some attention to sustainability issues (see Figure 6).
Moreover, a comparison of the demographic characteristics of the survey respondents and their
attitudes toward sustainability issues revealed further opportunities for destination assessment and
certification. Although it might be unsurprising that a very strong positive correlation (Spearman:
0.826) exists between people’s income and the additional amount they would be willing to pay for
certified products, income also has a large influence on the importance of sustainability when choosing
a travel destination (Pearson: 0.678) (see Figure 7). A moderate correlation can also be observed
between the importance of sustainability and the participant’s age and level of education. Figure 7
furthermore illustrates a very high importance of sustainability in the range of group 5, i.e., the age
between 30 and 35 years and an income between £40,000 and £50,000. This means, in effect, that the
importance given to sustainability with respect to choosing a travel destination increases with an
increasing age, level of education and, more particularly, income.
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4.4. Discussion
The study findings are discussed here to highlight the opportunities and constraints inherent
in destination assessment and certification. These discussions entail four key issues, namely, the
practicability of the schemes, their reliability, their visibility, including to prospective tourists, and the
availability of incentives for participating in the schemes.
With regard to practicability, it is clear that the complexity of the indicators and the consequent
challenges of collecting relevant data for all indicators represent a substantial constraint, more so
when linked to the two characteristics of geographical focus and stakeholder involvement. Here,
complications were linked to destinations being complex structures involving a plethora of stakeholders
and interest groups. In this context, the main concerns entail the limitations of assessing different
sizes and kinds of destinations using an inflexible set of indicators and the difficulties of including
all relevant stakeholders and a full spectrum of opinions in the process. In this sense, our findings
cohere well with previous research on the challenges of stakeholder collaboration in tourism [31,35,36].
It therefore seems these schemes that aim to bring stakeholders together still have to find ways of
meaningfully addressing this particular constraint.
Notwithstanding their strengths, the criteria included in the schemes were not found to be balanced
between the three elements of sustainability (i.e., economic, environmental, and socio-cultural) or
between these elements and the aspect of destination management (see Figure 1 in Section 2.1
above). Unsurprisingly, this imbalance is also prevalent in the survey participants’ understanding
of sustainability (see Figure 2 in Section 4.3 above), as well as in previous research e.g., [39]. These
imbalances are exacerbated by the perceptions of tourism operators and some accommodation
providers, who do not often see any direct financial benefit of socio-cultural aspects of sustainability to
tourists or themselves (cf. [7,55]).
Consequently, the ecological dimension of sustainability remains the most attractive due to
potential cost savings (cf. [9,55]) and this, in a way, narrows down the idea of sustainability to
environmental elements, not for their own sake, but for the potential economic benefits to such
operators. After all, as noted by Budeanu and others [71], the indicators used by UNWTO and the
World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC) rely heavily on economic metrics that emphasize direct
contributions to jobs, gross domestic product, investment, and so forth, which unwittingly militate
against progress made in sustainability and tourism. Furthermore, the low awareness of socio-cultural
issues undermines the reliability and efficacy of such schemes that claim to assess destinations for their
overall sustainability; hence reiterating concerns raised within the literature about their usefulness
(cf. [16,19,55]). It could therefore be argued that, due to the very setup of the schemes, they do not
reliably measure overall sustainability, but rather assess compliance with elements of the concept to
varying degrees. This in turn would mean the schemes are not necessarily dissimilar in scope to those
that assess and certify tourism businesses, hence undermining the very idea of a holistic approach to
destination rather than tourism business assessment and certification.
In terms of visibility, there is apparently high demand from destinations for sustainability
assessment and certification, which is particularly true for ETIS, shown also by the recent evidence of
increasing interest in WTTC’s “Tourism for Tomorrow” Awards [71]. However, there is also insufficient
communication of the benefits of being assessed or certified to the public, thus, a low visibility of the
schemes (cf. [20]), as they are currently being used primarily for conducting internal assessments only.
Tourists however, to a large extent, remain uninterested in sustainability, as demonstrated by their
limited familiarity with the schemes and the importance of sustainability in their purchasing decisions
(cf. [39,42]). It might be the case, alongside what is known in the extant literature [7,20,43,48], that
such a lackluster attitude by prospective tourists is what might be discouraging destinations and other
entities from actively promoting their involvement in such schemes or the outcomes of the assessments
and certifications.
However, without discounting the differences in contexts, the findings in previous studies
e.g., [38,41], clearly contrast with those from the online survey, where a small minority (15%, N = 273) is
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consciously interested in eco-certified accommodation, although more than 50% indicated willingness
to pay more for eco-certified everyday products. This, in a way, reveals the fact that not much has
changed in terms of tourist attitudes toward sustainability (cf. [29]); it also highlights the irony in
destination rather than tourism business assessment and certification, given the limited awareness of
what these schemes represent.
More than that, the findings show those who assign higher importance ratings for sustainability
were more likely to be aware of and opt for sustainable options, including in tourism consumption
(see Figure 5 in Section 4.3 above). This is not dissimilar to Doran et al.’s [48] assertions about the positive
relationship between those holding biospheric values and pro-sustainability consumption behavior.
The online survey thus reveals opportunities for future development of destination assessment and
certification. Nevertheless, this remains the case for a small minority of the participants in this
study (cf. [29]). For now, the study findings indicate that destination assessment and certification
schemes are not actively seeking to leverage this small but rising interest in sustainable tourism by
prospective tourists.
5. Conclusions
This exploratory study set out to understand the opportunities and constraints inherent in
destination assessment and certification schemes as tools for practicing sustainability in tourism and if
such schemes are valorized by prospective tourists. The findings indicate that there is still an imbalance
in the set of indicators that assess the main elements of sustainability, with a bias toward environmental
and economic indicators (cf. [18,55]). The socio-cultural indicators on the other hand are not strongly
represented (cf. [55]). This is also revealed to be the case in both the prospective tourists’ understanding
of sustainability and within the literature, including the preferences shown by tourism businesses
(cf. [39,55]), hence undermining the very idea of a holistic approach to sustainability.
While there is some evidence of self-motivation by DMOs to participate in destination assessment
and certification programs, challenges remain in terms of how to attract more participants while
keeping existing ones. It would appear that introducing some form of benchmarking that allows
for comparisons internally and against other destinations might be an option worth considering by
these schemes (cf. [6,19,31]). Therefore, we recommend increasing the comparability of data between
destinations in order to facilitate benchmarking, setting up networks between destinations to apply
the criteria sets, encouraging horizontal communication and mutual support between and amongst
destinations, and awarding best practice designations which can be reviewed regularly (e.g., biennially).
Despite the weaknesses identified in this study, destination assessment and certification have the
potential to develop into powerful tools that could enhance the role of sustainability in tourism. This is
partly because the certification of whole destinations, by the nature of their geographical reference,
allows the application of only a rather small number of schemes, compared to that of individual
businesses. In this sense, it has great potential to prevent confusion arising from the plethora of
certification schemes for individual tourism businesses that has been elaborated on in previous studies
e.g., [3,7,18]. However, one practical step the DMOs and sustainability-certifying institutions can take
is to raise more awareness of these schemes and their potential benefits to more tourism destinations
and prospective tourists. Drawing on the experiences of the currently certified destinations and
the feedback received from them, they can induct new destinations into participating in assessment
and certification schemes that closely meet their particular sustainability needs. The availability of
experiential and hands-on support to new and inexperienced destinations could go a long way toward
attracting new participants whilst raising awareness of these schemes for the general public. In terms
of raising public awareness, certified destinations should highlight their sustainability credentials
as prominently as other key features of the destination, hence making them easily recognizable to
tourists and the general public. In addition to this, certified destinations could aim to use smart
digital technologies to summarize the specific sustainability goals they are pursuing, coupled with an
invitation to prospective tourists to participate through meaningful and playful engagement whilst at
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the destination. For instance, certified destinations that aim to manage carbon foot prints, or spread the
benefits of tourism to the local resident population, or even manage undesirable socio-cultural impacts
could have these messages succinctly presented through desktop and smart phone or tablet computer
applications. These messages could be introduced to prospective tourists seeking information about
the destination or those who have actually visited the destination, using push notifications (the latter
describes automated messages sent by an application to the user, even when the application itself
is not open or running). The push notifications could be used to alert prospective tourists about
these sustainability goals and ways in which they can participate, for example, using public transport,
visiting and buying from locally owned, small-scale businesses such as restaurants, arts and crafts,
or being mindful of local cultural heritage and the accepted and respectful ways of interacting with
attractions, etc. These could also be linked to rewards, for instance, taking public transport whilst
at the destination could be linked to reduced entry fees to some popular attractions or events, or
exemptions from tourist taxes, and so forth. Prospective tourists who choose to engage with the smart
sustainability applications, might, as an indirect benefit to the destinations, share their experiences
through various social media outlets, hence expanding public awareness through electronic word
of mouth.
It is indeed very promising to see that there are organizations concerned about these schemes; the
high level of interest demonstrated by destinations in Europe, in particular, but also elsewhere (e.g.,
St. Kitts), points to the importance and urgency of a paradigm shift with regard to the sustainability
of the whole destination. After all, as aptly noted by DT-W of St. Kitts, “ . . . when the visitors leave,
and they go back to their homes, we have to be here”. But for such enthusiasm with the schemes
to be even more meaningful, they will need to engage with prospective tourists who continue to be
mostly ambivalent about sustainability in their consumption behavior. In a nutshell, the emerging
interest in destination-wide sustainability certifications and the inherent challenges and opportunities,
including the ambivalent response from prospective tourists, points to the limits of indirect regulation.
In other words, the pursuit of sustainability goals and the very idea of certifying destinations happen
on a voluntary basis rather than through a compulsory regulation from local or national governments
(cf. [16]). This means destinations on the one hand and prospective tourists on the other can choose if or
when they are interested in participating in sustainable production and consumption. The implications
are that small positive steps are taken in practicing sustainability at the destination level, regardless of
the efforts made by various stakeholders in assessing, certifying, and promoting specific schemes.
Limitations and Future Research
The main limitation of this study is that it is of an exploratory nature and is limited to evaluation of
the current schemes from a small number of key informants, who have provided insightful information
based on their deep involvement with and knowledge of destination assessment and certification, but
this information cannot be meaningfully quantified. In other words, although these key informants
are high-ranking, senior officials with direct experience of and responsibility for developing and
implementing the reviewed schemes in their respective stakeholder groups, their views remain
narrowly limited to their specific contexts. Furthermore, the survey element that reflects the views of
prospective tourists only used descriptive rather than inferential statistical analysis. In other words, the
study findings cannot be generalized beyond their context to reflect the opportunities and constraints
linked to destination assessment and certification. Given that the latter is still in its early stages, there
remains a need for research regarding the issues presented here in future studies to include both
a wider range of stakeholders and perhaps a more balanced understanding of the qualitative and
quantitative aspects.
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